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Vocabularian: 
(n.) a person who is particularly 

or overly attentive to words

(Collins English Dictionary)
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Kerrigan,

Grade 8:

“It’s nice having a big vocabulary 
because it makes you sound 
more intelligent in whatever 
you’re writing or when you are 
taking a test, just anywhere 
really. Vocabulary also really 
helps in reading. And then once 
you learn a new word, it pops up 
everywhere! It’s like once you 
get glasses you notice a lot of 
people have glasses. So once you 
get something, you’re more 
attuned to noticing it.”
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Carter, 

Grade 7:

“Vocabulary helps you because 
the more you know words, the 
more fluent you can be in 
reading, the better you can read 
and write, and the better your 
writing sounds. You can also read 
more challenging books. There’s 
always going to be a time when 
you have to sound professional, 
whether you’re applying for a job 
or anything else. You’re just going 
to have to know how to use a 
good vocabulary.”
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“In under-resourced schools in urban 
settings, a large number of students reach 
sixth grade without gaining the 
sophisticated vocabulary they need to read 
for understanding.”

(Kieffer & Lesaux, 2010)
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Academic language development is…

“…word knowledge that makes it possible for 
students to engage with, produce, and talk about 
texts that are valued in school.”

(Flynt & Brozo, 2008)

© Brenda J. Overturf, Ed. D.



Academic vocabulary, the specialized and 
sophisticated language of text, is a particular 
source of difficulty for students who 
struggle with comprehension. 

(Kelley, Lesaux, Kieffer, & Faller, 2010)

© Brenda J. Overturf, Ed. D.



Organizing for 
Vocabulary Development
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Rich and Varied Language Experiences
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Developing Word Consciousness
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Individual Word Instruction

• Informally assess student word knowledge.

• Select a small number of high-utility words.

• Introduce words in context.

• Develop student-friendly definitions of individual 
words within networks of meaning.

• Teach and reinforce word parts when introducing 
multisyllabic words.
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Word-Learning Strategies

• Use of Context

• Use of Word Parts

• Use of Reference Materials
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USE OF CONTEXT

•Around word 
•In word
•Beyond word
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Introducing Words in Cloze Sentences
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USE OF WORD PARTS

•Multisyllabic words
•Affixes
•Roots
•Basis of many content area 

words
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Morphological Awareness
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USE OF REFERENCE MATERIALS

• Authentic use
• Clarification
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Vocabulary Instruction in Middle School

 Start with an engaging piece of short text.

 Less is more—depth over breadth.

 Increase opportunities to talk.

 Teach specific strategies for word learning 
(context, word parts, reference materials).

 Incorporate activities to promote word 
consciousness.

 Use the writing process as vehicle for 
vocabulary development.

 Recognize the importance of personal 
connections. (Kelley, Lesaux, Kieffer, & Faller, 2010)
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Planning for 
Vocabulary 
Development

• Interdisciplinary Team

• ELA Professional 

Learning 

Community

• Published Literacy 

Curriculum
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Diving Deeper into 
Words and Phrases
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Concept of Definition Map
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Adding Synonyms and Antonyms
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Semantic Gradients         Connotation 
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Figurative Language
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Verbal Analogies

Words are to vocabulary study as _______ 

are to ___________.
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Creative Active Practice
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Examples of Creative Active Practice

• Motor Imaging

• Word Widgets

• Word Colors

• The Hot Seat

• Technology
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Word Colors

1.   Choose a multisyllabic word.

2.   Write the word on one side of the card.

3.  Color the word side of the card a color to 

represent the word.

4.  On the other side of the card, write a 

sentence telling why that color represents 

the word.
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1. First letter

2. Last letter

3. Number of syllables

4. Part of speech

5. Synonym

6. Antonym

7. Definition

8. Clues or other 
definitions

9. Comparisons

The Hot Seat 
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“The words we use 

define who we are.” 
Steven Stahl, 2005

© Brenda J. Overturf, Ed. D.



Ally, 

grade 8:
“I feel vocabulary is a big 
part of my life because I 
refuse to lower my 
standards. I’m trying to 
reach higher and I think 
expanding my vocabulary 
makes me expand who I 
am. It gives me more 
details to express myself 
and help me learn.”
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Thank you!
bjoverturf@gmail.com

www.bjoverturf.com


